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==================================================
State should weigh banning of cyanide
--------------------------------------------------
Anchorage Daily News (AK)-March 5, 2005
Author: ALAN  BORAAS
      
      COMMENT
      ; 
      Commentary

        We are so proud of the 1898 American extraction of millions of dollars of Canadian gold that we put the symbol of the event on our license plates. Those are miners hiking up Chilkoot Pass, not dead mosquitoes. Now, over a hundred years later, it's the Canadians' turn to occupy Alaska's gold fields, potentially extracting billions of dollars. Today's miners aren't cheechakos with a shovel but corporate giants from the Canadian mining industry. Among the biggest of the bonanza mines is the Pebble Mine near Iliamna projected to yield up to $26 billion.
        
        According to environmental watchdog information, the Canadian mining industry generally operates in a socially and environmentally responsible way if there is regulatory oversight. Lacking that oversight, however, the record is variable, and among the chief problems is cyanide pollution.
        
        It's not clear to what extent mines like the Pebble Mine will use cyanide leaching. That's because of the common two-stage strategy of mine development in environmentally and socially sensitive areas like salmon-rich Southwest Alaska. First, a development company, in this case Northern Dynasty of Vancouver, British Columbia, obtains the necessary permits and approvals. Then it sells its mine rights to one of the British Columbia-based majors who have the capital to operate the mine. Consequently, what the permit-getters say will happen is not necessarily what the operators do. Agreements need to be formalized.
        
        So, it's time for Alaskans to think about cyanide.
        
        Cyanide leaching extracts fine particles of gold that mechanical mining cannot remove. Sodium cyanide is leached through mine tailings that are contained in giant plastic-lined containment tubs. The cyanide bonds with small gold flakes and then is poured over charcoal separating out the gold. In a perfect world the system works well. But the remote Alaska north is not a perfect world for corporate mining. Earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, human error or a cyanide tanker truck skidding off an icy mountain road can cause problems.
        
        Cyanide pollution raises a lot of unanswered questions. Cyanide is lethal in small doses, starving cells of oxygen -- it was the gas of choice in the Auschwitz death camps. Industry scientists point out there has never been a human death from cyanide associated with mining. Undoubtedly true, but the same is not true for wildlife. Industry scientists state that should a spill occur into a stream sunlight will cause a natural breakdown into benign chemicals. Environmentalists counter that the breakdown depends on the acidity of the water with certain conditions creating potentially lethal cyanide gas. And in cold conditions with lack of prolonged sunlight, like winter in Alaska, there is no evidence cyanide will naturally break down.
        
        The most notorious case of cyanide pollution occurred at the Summitville, Colo., mine operated by a company controlled by Robert Friedland. For six years the cyanide leaked from the leaching pit at Summitville until it was shut down by the EPA in 1992. The cleanup has cost taxpayers $120 million. For this and other environmental catastrophes, Friedland has been labeled "Toxic Bob" by Forbes Magazine. Friedland is still active in mining, including at a large gold mine in Mongolia and, according to the African business Web site MBendi, he is involved in joint operations with a subsidiary of Northern Dynasty's parent company in a platinum mine in Africa.
        
        Montana banned cyanide leaching for new mines in 1998 after recording over 60 mining-related cyanide incidents in a 20-year period.  The final straw seems to have been the refusal of the Canadian Pegasus Mine on the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation to clean up cyanide spills. When Pegasus finally lost in court in 1996 it declared bankruptcy and left town.
        
        We need to remind ourselves that the resources of Alaska belong to the people of Alaska. It's our gold. It's also our salmon. We should not be trading one for the other, particularly since one is sustainable and edible and the other is not. If cyanide is going to be used in mining, we should insist on the strictest possible safeguards encoded into law. We should consider banning cyanide.
        
        Perhaps someday British Columbia license plates will have an Alaska open pit gold mine on them. Maybe they will also include the motto "We were required to do it the right way."
        
        Alan Boraas is a professor of anthropology at Kenai Peninsula College.
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==================================================
Murkowski risks salmon for gold mine
--------------------------------------------------
Anchorage Daily News (AK)-December 1, 2005
Author: ALAN  BORAAS
      
      COMMENT
      ; 
      Commentary

        A proposal by the Murkowski administration would allow the dumping of untreated effluent (sewage, tailings, etc.) into Alaska's salmon streams at the discretion of the state. So far that's been illegal, but this will change if the so-called mixing zones proposal becomes policy.
        
        Previous efforts to permit mixing zones have met with resistance from an unlikely alliance of commercial, subsistence and sportfishing groups. In addition the Kenai Peninsula, Lake and Peninsula, and Ketchikan Gateway boroughs, none of which are exactly radical environmentalist camps, among others have gone on record opposing mixing zones.
        
        So, who's behind the push to create mixing zones that nobody seems to be taking credit for? According to a Daily News article, Bob Shavelson of Cook Inlet Keeper points to Northern Dynasty's giant Pebble Mine as the likely beneficiary of such a policy change.
        
        The Pebble Mine and its neighboring "Big Chunk" have been quietly progressing toward obtaining the permits necessary to extract gold, copper and molybdenum from Alaska. Their plan is to pulverize rock from open-pit mines within an area two-thirds the size of the Kenai Peninsula north of Lake Iliamna. Then they will extract the gold with cyanide and truck the ore over the Chigmit Mountains to Cook Inlet where it will be shipped to Asia for processing. If all goes as planned, you might be able to get a sweet deal at Wal-Mart on a ring made in China from Alaska gold.
        
        But Northern Dynasty has a significant problem.
        
        The Pebble Mine sits smack on a divide that drains west toward the Nushagak River via the Koktuli, southeast toward Lake Iliamna and northeast toward Lake Clark via the Chulitna. Unlike other major mines in the state that operate in nonanadromous areas, the Pebble complex would potentially affect the headwaters of the largest run of wild salmon in the world. Northern Dynasty intends to retain in perpetuity the toxic materials exposed from pulverizing the mountains behind a huge holding dam built to prevent contamination. If the law were changed as proposed by the Murkowski administration to permit pollution of salmon streams, the Pebble Mine operators would be absolved of responsibility if a breach of the holding dam were to occur because of a volcanic eruption, earthquake or human error. Critics believe such a breach is inevitable. Mine owners are aware even a small release of contamination could bankrupt the operation under present law. So the mine would be a huge !
 beneficiary of the proposed mixing zone regulation.
        
        On their Web sites Northern Dynasty and its major financier, Galahad Gold of London, woo hedge-fund investors to the Pebble project boasting the mine would operate in a "politically friendly" environment. Apparently they are referring to the Murkowski administration, and the mixing zone proposal is evidence of significant friendliness. Unlike the hard line the Egan, Hickel and Hammond administrations took toward corporate responsibility of Alaska's environment, the Murkowski mixing zone proposal would downgrade protection of the single most important renewable resource the state has.
        
        Not all jurisdictions in Alaska are all that "politically friendly" to the mine. The indigenous people of the area most impacted by the Pebble project, the people of Nondalton, Iliamna, Pedro Bay and Newhalen, have gone on record as against the mine through actions of their village councils. As long as Gov. Frank Murkowski is in office, the mine developers apparently believe the environmental obstacles can be overcome through administrative actions such as the mixing zone proposal accompanied by an aggressive public relations campaign. But indigenous resistance may be the mine's Waterloo. In plywood-and-tin community halls, feisty little village councils are taking on the financial giants of the world's mining industry and their friends in Juneau. Make no mistake, most rural Alaskans would welcome the jobs. But they have determined the trade-off is too costly if mining development means dirty water in their salmon streams, noise and traffic running off the caribou, d!
 ust in the air and a four-mile-long holding dam full of toxic metals waiting for the next earthquake.
        
        If you don't mind a few floaters in your salmon streams and a little mercury in your wild salmon, you'll want to support the Murkowski administrations mixing zone proposal. If not, you have until Dec. 19 to comment.
        
        Alan Boraas is a professor of anthropology at Kenai Peninsula College.
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==================================================
Pebble mine partnership raises fears
--------------------------------------------------
Anchorage Daily News (AK)-April 14, 2007
Author: ALAN  BORAAS
      
      COMMENT
      ; 
      Commentary

        News that the British and Australian mining giant Rio Tinto has purchased a 20 percent share in Northern Dynasty's Pebble Mine project is not good for those concerned with the environmental and community impact of the proposed mine. This positions Rio Tinto, which made a $5 billion profit in 2005, to be the actual operator of the mine should state and federal permits be secured. Northern Dynasty is essentially an exploration, permitting and public relations company. Once the permits are secured, they will sell that exceedingly valuable commodity to companies like Rio Tinto to do the actual work.
        
        Rio Tinto is currently involved in the Oyu Tolgoi mine in Mongolia where it has partnered with Robert Friedland's Ivanhoe Mines of Vancouver with whom it has been in various mining partnerships since the 1980s. Friedland has been called "Toxic Bob" by Forbes magazine for his role in the largest mining disaster in the United States--Summitville in Colorado where toxic chemicals leaking from a tailings lake have cost taxpayers $200 million to clean up and the water treatment facility will have to be operated in perpetuity. For his part Friedland paid a $20 million fine (while admitting no wrongdoing) and had his $1.25 million legal fees reimbursed by the federal government.
        
        Troubles at the Oyu Tolgoi mine have to do with rampant development, government corruption and concerns over water in this desert area. According to Patrick Barta, writing in the Wall Street Journal, the capital, Ulaanbaatar, now sees, "shiny black Humvees driven by Mongolians and foreigners cashing in on the incipient mining boom."
        
        According to the New Internationalist, in 2005 Friedland told potential Oyu Tolgoi investors, "And the nice thing about this: There's no people around; the land is flat, there's no tropical jungle; there's no NGOs. We're only 70 kilometers from the Chinese border. It does not snow here. You've got lots of room for waste dumps." For these and other statements (Friedland claims he was quoted out of context) Friedland was burned in effigy in Mongolia and the government slapped a windfall profits tax of 50 percent on gold and copper exports; however, government ministers are now backtracking under pressure from the industry to create a mine-friendly financial climate.
        
        In 2006 the religious-based Ecumenical Council for Corporate Responsibility took Rio Tinto to task for a number of questionable practices at mines it or one of its subsidiaries or joint-venture partners operate around the world including the Grasberg mine in West Papua, Indonesia, and Ranger uranium mine in Australia. New York Times writer Jane Perlez describes satellite images of Freeport-Rio Tinto's Grasberg mine, said to be the world's richest, as "spreading a soot-colored bruise of almost a billion tons of mine waste ... dumped directly into a jungle river" and implies collusion with corrupt local officials shielding them from the mess. The FBI have concluded that the murder of two U.S. teachers and one Indonesian working for Freeport-Rio Tinto in 2002 was done to pressure the company into making payoffs to corrupt local officials.
        
        In Australia, Rio Tinto and its partner ERA have been implicated in 120 mishaps including two children who played in uranium contaminated mud for a month, according to Lindsay Murdoch of the Sydney Morning Herald. Their father, who worked for the Ranger mine within Kakadu National Park on land owned by the Mirarr Aborigines, was also exposed and was fired. The Mirarr have protested operating conditions at the mine, and the Australian Conservation Foundation has charged that the mine is "leaking and the leaks are getting worse."
        
        According to Steve James of Reuters, in 2006 the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals ruled a case brought by Bougainville Islanders of Papua New Guinea against Rio Tinto may be heard under the Alien Tort Claims Act. The suit claims Rio Tinto conspired with the New Guinea government to suppress civil resistance to its Panguna copper mine that led to the death of thousands between 1989 and 1999. The suit claims Rio Tinto destroyed villages, razed the rain forest and sliced off a hillside in operating the world's largest open-pit mine while depositing waste rock and tailings that polluted a river destroying the fish.
        
        Friends of Pebble Mine have urged Alaskans to have faith in the permitting process. With partners like Rio Tinto, we better have a lot more than faith.
        
        Alan Boraas is a professor of anthropology at Kenai Peninsula College.
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